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Abstract

The Iran—Pakistan border crisis of 2024 marked a significant escalation in regional tensions, raising concerns
regarding border security, counterterrorism policies, and diplomatic stability in South Asia and the Middle East.
This study investigates the causes, strategic dimensions, and regional implications of the crisis through the
theoretical frameworks of security dilemma and strategic signaling. The research analyzes how cross-border
militant activities, mutual mistrust, and retaliatory military actions contributed to escalating tensions between the
two neighboring states. Employing a qualitative and geopolitical approach, the paper examines official
statements, military responses, diplomatic negotiations, and regional reactions from major powers including
China, the United States, and Gulf countries. The study argues that despite the immediate military confrontation,
both Iran and Pakistan sought to avoid prolonged conflict through calibrated signaling and diplomatic
engagement. It further explores the implications of the crisis for regional connectivity projects, border
management, counterterrorism cooperation, and broader Middle Eastern and South Asian geopolitics. Findings
suggest that the crisis exposed the fragility of regional security mechanisms and highlighted the importance of
coordinated intelligence-sharing and diplomatic communication. The paper concludes that sustainable regional
stability requires institutionalized border cooperation, mutual trust-building measures, and comprehensive
counterterrorism strategies to prevent future escalation and preserve bilateral relations.

Keywords: Iran-Pakistan Relations, Border Crisis 2024, Security Dilemma, Strategic
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Section One: Historical Background and Strategic Importance of the Iran—Pakistan
Border

The Iran—Pakistan border occupies a critical position in the political and strategic landscape of
South Asia and the Middle East. Stretching across the province of Balochistan, this frontier has
historically functioned not merely as a territorial boundary but as a zone of cultural interaction,
tribal mobility, commercial exchange, and strategic contestation. The region’s geography,
marked by deserts, mountains, and sparsely populated settlements, has significantly shaped the
political behavior of both states and non-state actors. Since the emergence of Pakistan in 1947,
Iran and Pakistan have shared religious, economic, and diplomatic ties; however, their border
relationship has also experienced tensions arising from militancy, sectarianism, smuggling, and
regional rivalries.

The significance of the Iran—Pakistan border has further increased in the contemporary era
because of emerging regional connectivity projects, changing geopolitical alliances, and the
involvement of external powers in the broader Middle Eastern and South Asian regions. The
borderland is not simply a local security concern; rather, it is connected with wider strategic
developments involving Afghanistan, China, India, the Gulf region, and Central Asia. Scholars
of geopolitics and security studies therefore consider the Iran—Pakistan frontier a highly
sensitive corridor where domestic instability and international strategic interests intersect.
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Historical Evolution of Iran—Pakistan Relations

The diplomatic relationship between Iran and Pakistan developed soon after the creation of
Pakistan in 1947. Iran became one of the first countries to recognize Pakistan and maintained
cordial relations with the newly established state. During the Cold War era, both countries
participated in Western-backed security alliances such as CENTO and RCD, reflecting their
shared strategic concerns regarding Soviet expansionism and regional security. According to
Hafeez Malik:
“Iran and Pakistan maintained close strategic cooperation during the Cold War because both
states perceived communism and regional instability as common threats to their political
systems.”!
This strategic alignment was reinforced by mutual economic and military cooperation. Iran
under Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi viewed Pakistan as an important regional ally, while
Pakistan considered Iran a bridge to the Middle East. The 1979 Iranian Revolution, however,
introduced a new ideological dimension into bilateral relations. The transformation of Iran into
an Islamic revolutionary state altered regional alignments and affected Pakistan’s domestic
sectarian environment.
R.K. Ramazani observes:
“The Iranian Revolution fundamentally reshaped Iran’s foreign policy priorities and
transformed its interaction with neighboring Muslim states, including Pakistan.
The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 further intensified regional complexities. Pakistan
and Iran both became deeply involved in Afghan affairs, though their approaches often differed
due to sectarian and geopolitical considerations. Pakistan largely supported Sunni resistance
groups aligned with Saudi Arabia and the United States, whereas Iran favored Shi‘a political
factions within Afghanistan. These differing policies occasionally created diplomatic friction
between the two neighbors.
Despite such tensions, economic and strategic cooperation continued in various forms. Energy
relations, border trade, and regional security cooperation remained central aspects of bilateral
engagement. The proposed Iran—Pakistan gas pipeline project symbolized the possibility of
long-term economic interdependence between the two countries.

Geopolitical Significance of the Balochistan Border Region
The Balochistan border region possesses extraordinary geopolitical importance due to its
location connecting South Asia, the Middle East, and Central Asia. The border extends through
rugged terrain inhabited largely by ethnically Baloch communities whose tribal affiliations
transcend modern state boundaries. This cross-border ethnic continuity has historically
weakened strict state control and facilitated informal movement across the frontier. Ayesha
Jalal notes:
“The borderlands of Balochistan have historically resisted centralized state authority because
tribal structures and transnational ethnic loyalties often superseded national boundaries.

! Hafeez Malik, Iran—Pakistan Relations: Political and Strategic Dimensions (Lahore:
Vanguard Books, 2008), 54

2 R K. Ramazani, Revolutionary Iran: Challenge and Response in the Middle East
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), 112

3 Ayesha Jalal, The State of Martial Rule: The Origins of Pakistan’s Political Economy of
Defence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 286
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The strategic value of the region also derives from its proximity to the Arabian Sea and
important maritime routes. Pakistan’s Gwadar Port and Iran’s Chabahar Port are viewed as
competing as well as potentially complementary economic hubs. Both ports are linked with
wider regional trade and connectivity strategies involving China, India, and Central Asian
states.
The China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) has enhanced the importance of Balochistan
in regional geopolitics. Gwadar Port serves as a central component of China’s Belt and Road
Initiative, while Iran’s Chabahar project has received support from India as an alternative trade
route to Afghanistan and Central Asia.
Ahmed Rashid writes:
“The development of Gwadar and Chabahar reflects a larger strategic competition involving
regional powers seeking influence over energy routes and maritime trade corridors.”
The geographical proximity of these ports has transformed the Iran—Pakistan border from a
peripheral frontier into a strategically contested region with international significance.
Consequently, regional stability in Balochistan has become directly connected to global
economic and strategic interests.

Cross-border Militancy and the Rise of Armed Non-state Actors
One of the most persistent challenges along the Iran—Pakistan border has been the growth of
armed non-state actors operating across both sides of the frontier. Weak border management,
difficult terrain, poverty, and limited state presence have enabled militant organizations and
smuggling networks to expand their activities.
Groups such as Jundallah and Jaish al-Adl have particularly affected Iran’s southeastern
province of Sistan-Baluchestan. Iran has repeatedly accused militant groups of using Pakistani
territory as a sanctuary for cross-border attacks. Pakistan, meanwhile, has expressed concerns
regarding separatist networks and transnational criminal organizations operating within the
border region. Daniel Byman argues:
“Ungoverned or weakly governed borderlands often become ideal environments for insurgent
groups seeking mobility, recruitment opportunities, and logistical support.””
The rise of militancy in the region cannot be understood solely through security frameworks.
Economic deprivation, political marginalization, and tribal grievances have also contributed to
instability. Many local communities have historically relied on informal cross-border trade and
smuggling because of inadequate economic opportunities and weak state development
initiatives.
Furthermore, the Afghan conflict significantly influenced militant dynamics in the Iran—
Pakistan border region. The proliferation of weapons, extremist ideologies, and transnational
militant networks during the Afghan wars created long-term security consequences for
neighboring states. Barnett Rubin remarks:
“The Afghan conflict produced a regionalized pattern of militancy that transcended national
borders and reshaped the security environment of surrounding countries.”®

* Ahmed Rashid, Descent into Chaos (New York: Viking Press, 2008), 301

> Daniel Byman, Deadly Connections: States That Sponsor Terrorism (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 177

6 Barnett Rubin, The Fragmentation of Afghanistan (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2002), 289
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The persistence of militancy has compelled both Iran and Pakistan to strengthen border fencing,
intelligence cooperation, and military coordination. Nevertheless, recurring attacks continue to
expose the fragility of security arrangements in the region.
Sectarian, Ethnic, and Security Dimensions of Border Politics

The Iran—Pakistan border region is deeply influenced by overlapping sectarian, ethnic, and
political dynamics. Iran’s identity as a predominantly Shi‘a state and Pakistan’s internal Sunni-
Shi‘a sectarian tensions have occasionally shaped bilateral perceptions and security concerns.
Sectarian organizations in Pakistan emerged more visibly during the 1980s in the context of
the Iranian Revolution and the Saudi-Iranian regional rivalry. Competing ideological
influences contributed to sectarian polarization within Pakistan, particularly in Balochistan and
other sensitive regions. Vali Nasr explains:
“The Iranian Revolution intensified sectarian consciousness across the Muslim world and
transformed Sunni-Shi ‘a relations into a geopolitical contest.””
At the same time, ethnic Baloch nationalism has played an important role in border politics.
Many Baloch communities perceive themselves as marginalized within both Iran and Pakistan.
Separatist movements in the region have frequently challenged state authority and complicated
bilateral security cooperation.
Frederic Grare observes:
“Baloch nationalism is rooted in historical grievances linked to political exclusion, uneven
economic development, and centralized governance.”®
Security concerns in the border region therefore cannot be reduced to a single factor. Sectarian
divisions, ethnic grievances, geopolitical rivalries, and economic underdevelopment
collectively shape the complex political environment of the frontier. Both Iran and Pakistan
have attempted to manage these challenges through military operations, diplomatic
engagement, and border security mechanisms, yet long-term stability remains uncertain.

The Strategic Importance of the Border in Regional Connectivity Projects
In the twenty-first century, regional connectivity initiatives have substantially increased the
strategic value of the Iran—Pakistan border. The region has become central to competing visions
of trade, energy transportation, and economic integration across Asia.
The China—Pakistan Economic Corridor represents one of the most ambitious infrastructure
projects in the region. Gwadar Port is intended to provide China with access to the Arabian Sea
while enhancing Pakistan’s regional trade potential. Simultaneously, Iran’s Chabahar Port has
emerged as a major project supported by India to bypass Pakistan in accessing Afghanistan and
Central Asia. Robert Kaplan states:
“Ports and transport corridors in the Arabian Sea region are becoming decisive instruments
of geopolitical influence in the twenty-first century.””
Energy cooperation also contributes to the strategic importance of the border. The Iran—
Pakistan gas pipeline project has long been viewed as a potentially transformative initiative
capable of addressing Pakistan’s energy shortages while deepening bilateral economic

7 Vali Nasr, The Shia Revival: How Conflicts within Islam Will Shape the Future (New York:
W.W. Norton, 2006), 79

8 Frederic Grare, Pakistan: The Resurgence of Baluch Nationalism (Washington D.C.:
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2006), 18.

? Robert D. Kaplan, Monsoon: The Indian Ocean and the Future of American Power (New
York: Random House, 2010), 214
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relations. However, international sanctions on Iran and geopolitical pressure from global
powers have repeatedly delayed the project’s implementation. Shahram Chubin notes:
“Energy diplomacy has become one of the principal factors shaping Iran’s regional
relationships and strategic calculations.”"’
Regional connectivity projects have thus transformed the Iran—Pakistan border into a vital
economic corridor with implications extending beyond bilateral relations. The intersection of
Chinese investment, Indian strategic interests, Iranian regional ambitions, and Pakistani
security concerns has made the border a focal point of contemporary geopolitical competition.
The future stability of this frontier will therefore depend not only upon military and security
measures but also upon inclusive economic development, political accommodation, and
sustained diplomatic cooperation between regional actors.
Section Two: The 2024 Iran—Pakistan Border Crisis and Escalatory Dynamics
The 2024 Iran—Pakistan border crisis represented one of the most serious military
confrontations between the two neighboring states in recent decades. Although tensions had
existed for many years because of cross-border militancy, smuggling networks, and sectarian
violence, the January 2024 escalation transformed a long-standing security problem into an
open diplomatic and military crisis. The confrontation highlighted the fragility of border
management mechanisms and exposed the strategic anxieties of both Tehran and Islamabad
regarding militant sanctuaries operating along the Balochistan frontier.
The crisis emerged within a broader regional atmosphere characterized by instability in the
Middle East, Iranian security concerns following militant attacks inside its territory, and the
continuing influence of armed non-state actors in border regions. The exchange of missile and
air strikes between Iran and Pakistan also demonstrated how quickly localized security
incidents can escalate into interstate tensions in geopolitically sensitive regions. Despite the
intensity of the confrontation, both countries ultimately avoided prolonged military escalation
through diplomatic engagement and crisis communication.

Iranian Missile Strikes inside Pakistani Territory
On 16 January 2024, Iran launched missile and drone strikes inside Pakistan’s Balochistan
province, claiming that the operation targeted bases of the militant organization Jaish al-Adl.
Iranian authorities described the attacks as counterterrorism measures against armed militants
allegedly responsible for repeated attacks on Iranian security forces in Sistan and Baluchestan
province. Pakistan, however, condemned the strikes as a violation of its sovereignty and
territorial integrity.
According to reports, the strikes targeted areas near Panjgur in southwestern Balochistan.
Pakistani officials stated that the attacks caused civilian casualties, including the deaths of
children, which intensified public outrage and diplomatic tensions between the two states.
Nasir Mehmood, Julian Schofield, and Behrouz Ayaz write:
“The January 16, 2024, missile and drone strike by Iran against alleged sanctuaries of Jaish
al-Adl inside Pakistan’s province of Baluchistan provoked a short crisis between Islamabad
and Tehran. "

19 Shahram Chubin, fran’s National Security Policy (Washington D.C.: Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace, 1994), 143

' Nasir Mehmood, Julian Schofield, and Behrouz Ayaz, “Iran’s Aerial Strikes: Motivations
and Pakistan’s Measured Response,” Center for International and Security Studies at
Maryland (Maryland: University of Maryland, 2024), 4
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Iran justified its military action by arguing that militant groups operating from Pakistani
territory posed a direct threat to Iranian national security. Tehran had repeatedly accused Jaish
al-Adl of conducting cross-border attacks against Iranian security personnel and infrastructure.
Iranian officials therefore framed the strikes as part of a broader regional campaign against
terrorism and insurgency.
At the same time, the operation reflected Iran’s growing willingness to project military force
beyond its borders. The strikes occurred shortly after Iranian military actions in Iraq and Syria,
indicating a broader pattern of assertive regional security behavior. Analysts interpreted these
developments as evidence of Iran’s attempt to demonstrate deterrence capability amid
increasing regional instability.
The incident also exposed weaknesses in bilateral border coordination. Despite years of
security cooperation agreements, both states appeared unable to establish effective mechanisms
for intelligence sharing and coordinated counterterrorism operations. Consequently, unilateral
military action replaced diplomatic consultation, thereby increasing the risk of escalation
between the two countries.

Pakistan’s Retaliatory Military Response and Strategic Messaging
Pakistan responded forcefully to the Iranian strikes on 18 January 2024 by launching retaliatory
air operations against targets inside Iran’s Sistan and Baluchestan province. Islamabad stated
that the operation targeted militant hideouts associated with anti-Pakistan Baloch separatist
organizations, including the Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA) and the Balochistan
Liberation Front (BLF). The retaliatory operation carried substantial symbolic and strategic
importance. Pakistan sought to communicate that violations of its sovereignty would not
remain unanswered regardless of the identity of the attacking state. The response also
demonstrated the Pakistani military’s desire to preserve deterrence credibility in a highly
volatile regional environment. Associated Press reported:
“Pakistan’s air force launched retaliatory airstrikes early Thursday on Iran, allegedly
targeting militant hideouts in an attack that killed at least nine people and further raised
tensions between the neighboring nations. 2
Pakistan’s military response was carefully calibrated. Although it involved direct strikes inside
Iranian territory, Islamabad avoided broader escalation by limiting the scope and duration of
the operation. This measured approach reflected Pakistan’s awareness of the dangerous
implications of prolonged conflict with a neighboring regional power.
The retaliatory action also carried important domestic political implications. Pakistan was
approaching a sensitive electoral period, and the military establishment faced pressure to
demonstrate national resolve. Public discourse within Pakistan strongly emphasized
sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the necessity of responding decisively to external
aggression.
Strategically, Pakistan’s response conveyed multiple messages simultaneously. It reassured
domestic audiences, signaled deterrence to Iran, and communicated to regional and
international actors that Pakistan retained both military capability and political willingness to
defend its territorial boundaries. Nevertheless, the restrained nature of the response suggested
that Islamabad preferred crisis containment rather than escalation.

12 Munir Ahmed and Jon Gambrell, “Pakistan Launches Retaliatory Airstrikes on Iran,”
Associated Press (Los Angeles: Los Angeles Times, 2024
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The Role of Jaish al-Adl, BLA, and Other Militant Groups

Armed non-state actors played a central role in the escalation of the 2024 crisis. Iran identified
Jaish al-Adl as the primary justification for its missile strikes inside Pakistan. The organization,
a Sunni militant group operating mainly in Iran’s Sistan and Baluchestan province, has
conducted numerous attacks against Iranian security forces over the past decade.
Reports indicated that Iran viewed Jaish al-Adl as a serious national security threat due to its
cross-border mobility and militant infrastructure near the Pakistan-Iran frontier. The group had
previously claimed responsibility for attacks resulting in significant Iranian military casualties.
The crisis also highlighted Pakistan’s concerns regarding Baloch separatist organizations such
as the BLA and BLF, which Islamabad believes operate from sanctuaries near the Iranian
border. Pakistan argued that these organizations were responsible for insurgent violence,
attacks on security personnel, and sabotage activities within Balochistan. Frederic Grare notes:
“The persistence of militant and separatist organizations in Balochistan reflects the
intersection of ethnic grievances, weak governance, and regional geopolitical competition.”"?
The existence of militant organizations on both sides of the border created a security dilemma
for Iran and Pakistan. Each state accused the other of failing to eliminate hostile groups
operating from its territory. This mutual distrust contributed significantly to the breakdown of
cooperative border management.
Furthermore, militant groups benefited from the region’s difficult terrain, porous borders, and
limited state presence. Economic underdevelopment and tribal networks also facilitated cross-
border movement and informal support systems. Consequently, counterterrorism operations
often became intertwined with broader political and ethnic tensions in Balochistan.
The 2024 crisis demonstrated that militant organizations can function as catalysts for interstate
conflict when neighboring states perceive cross-border insurgency as a direct threat to national
security. The inability to contain these groups through coordinated security frameworks
increased the probability of unilateral military action.

Diplomatic Breakdown, Crisis Communication, and De-escalation
The missile exchanges between Iran and Pakistan initially produced a severe diplomatic
breakdown. Pakistan recalled its ambassador from Tehran, suspended certain diplomatic
engagements, and publicly condemned Iran’s actions as unacceptable violations of
international norms. Iran similarly criticized Pakistan’s retaliatory strikes and accused
Islamabad of escalating tensions.
The crisis generated international concern because both states possess substantial military
capabilities and occupy strategically sensitive positions in the Muslim world. Regional powers,
including China and Tiirkiye, reportedly encouraged restraint and diplomatic engagement to
prevent further escalation.
Scholars of crisis diplomacy emphasize that communication channels play a decisive role in
preventing military confrontations from developing into sustained conflicts. In the Iran—
Pakistan case, diplomatic communication resumed relatively quickly after the retaliatory
exchanges. Nasir Mehmood and his co-authors observe:

13 Frederic Grare, Pakistan: The Resurgence of Baluch Nationalism (Washington D.C.:
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2006), 33
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“Following Pakistan’s measured and proportionate response, Tehran and Islamabad,
encouraged by China, the US, Russia, and Tiirkiye, diplomatically defused the tension, and
bilateral relations normalised. "
Subsequent diplomatic engagements between the two countries focused on restoring
communication channels and reaffirming commitments to border security cooperation. High-
level visits and official statements emphasized mutual respect for sovereignty and the need for
joint counterterrorism efforts.
The rapid de-escalation reflected important strategic calculations on both sides. Iran sought to
avoid opening another prolonged regional confrontation amid existing tensions in the Middle
East, while Pakistan remained cautious about destabilizing its western frontier during a
politically sensitive domestic period.
The crisis therefore demonstrated that although military escalation can emerge rapidly in
contested border regions, diplomatic mechanisms and strategic restraint remain essential
instruments for conflict management.

Media Narratives and Public Reactions in Both States
Media coverage and public reactions significantly shaped perceptions of the crisis within Iran
and Pakistan. In Pakistan, media narratives largely framed the Iranian strikes as violations of
sovereignty and emphasized civilian casualties resulting from the attacks. Public discourse
strongly supported the retaliatory response and portrayed it as a defense of national dignity and
territorial integrity.
Pakistani newspapers, television channels, and social media platforms widely discussed the
implications of Iranian military actions. Nationalist sentiments intensified as commentators
criticized Iran for bypassing diplomatic and intelligence coordination mechanisms.
In Iran, official media largely justified the missile strikes as legitimate counterterrorism
operations against Jaish al-Adl. Iranian narratives focused on the threat posed by Sunni militant
organizations operating near the border and highlighted the Iranian state’s responsibility to
protect national security.
The Guardian reported:
“Iran launched airstrikes in Pakistan’s Balochistan province targeting the Sunni militant
group Jaish al-Adl.”"’
Social media further intensified public debate by amplifying nationalist and emotional
reactions in both countries. Competing narratives circulated rapidly, often portraying the
opposing state as either irresponsible or aggressive. Such discourse increased public pressure
on policymakers during the height of the crisis.
At the same time, many analysts, journalists, and academic observers in both countries
advocated restraint and diplomatic engagement. Concerns regarding regional instability,
economic consequences, and the dangers of military escalation encouraged more moderate
voices to support de-escalation efforts.
The media dimension of the crisis revealed how contemporary interstate confrontations are
shaped not only by military actions but also by information flows, public opinion, and digital

14 Nasir Mehmood, Julian Schofield, and Behrouz Ayaz, “Iran’s Aerial Strikes: Motivations
and Pakistan’s Measured Response,” Center for International and Security Studies at
Maryland (Maryland: University of Maryland, 2024), 11

15 Iran Strikes ‘Militant Bases’ in Pakistan in Latest Middle East Flashpoint,” The Guardian
(London: Guardian News & Media, 2024
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communication platforms. In highly sensitive geopolitical contexts, media narratives can either
escalate tensions or contribute to diplomatic stabilization depending on how events are framed
and interpreted.

Section Three: Security Dilemma and Strategic Signaling in South Asia
The contemporary security environment of South Asia is shaped by complex geopolitical
rivalries, unresolved territorial disputes, ideological competition, and the growing influence of
non-state actors. Within this strategic environment, states frequently perceive defensive actions
undertaken by neighboring countries as offensive threats, thereby generating cycles of mistrust
and military competition. The concept of the security dilemma therefore occupies a central
position in understanding regional conflicts and escalation patterns in South Asia.
The Iran—Pakistan border crisis of 2024 illustrated how regional powers attempt
simultaneously to protect national sovereignty, deter militant threats, and avoid large-scale
military confrontation. Limited military operations, strategic signaling, intelligence
competition, and nuclear deterrence all interacted within a broader framework of regional
security calculations. In such circumstances, military actions are rarely isolated events; rather,
they serve political, psychological, and strategic purposes aimed at influencing both adversaries
and domestic audiences.
South Asia’s strategic landscape is further complicated by the presence of nuclear weapons,
proxy conflicts, hybrid warfare tactics, and geopolitical interventions by global powers.
Consequently, security dilemmas in the region often extend beyond traditional interstate
rivalries and involve multiple layers of military, ideological, and informational competition.

The Concept of Security Dilemma in International Relations

The security dilemma is one of the foundational concepts of realist theory in international
relations. It refers to a situation in which measures taken by one state to increase its security
unintentionally create insecurity for other states. As neighboring states respond with their own
defensive preparations, mutual suspicion intensifies, often leading to arms races, military
mobilization, and regional instability. John Herz, who initially conceptualized the term,
explains:
“Groups and individuals living in such a constellation must be, and usually are, concerned
about their security from being attacked, subjected, dominated, or annihilated by other groups
and individuals. '
In South Asia, the security dilemma is deeply rooted in historical conflicts, territorial disputes,
and strategic mistrust. States frequently interpret military modernization, border fortification,
or counterterrorism operations by neighboring countries as indicators of hostile intent. This
perception generates reciprocal responses that further intensify insecurity. Robert Jervis writes:
“Many of the means by which a state tries to increase its security decrease the security of
others.””
The Iran—Pakistan border tensions provide a practical example of this dynamic. Iran viewed
cross-border militant sanctuaries as direct threats to its national security and therefore justified
military action as defensive counterterrorism. Pakistan, however, interpreted the strikes as

16 John H. Herz, Political Realism and Political Idealism (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1951), 157

17 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1976), 58
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violations of sovereignty requiring retaliation to preserve deterrence credibility. Both states
claimed to be acting defensively, yet their actions produced mutual insecurity and escalation.
The persistence of security dilemmas in South Asia is also linked with weak regional
institutional frameworks. Unlike Europe, where collective security mechanisms evolved
gradually after major conflicts, South Asia lacks robust multilateral structures capable of
managing crises effectively. As a result, bilateral mistrust frequently dominates strategic
interactions. Barry Buzan observes:
“Regional security complexes emerge where the security concerns of states become so
interlinked that national security cannot realistically be considered apart from one another. '8
The interdependence of security concerns among Iran, Pakistan, India, Afghanistan, and other
regional actors therefore contributes to recurring instability across South Asia and its
surrounding regions.

Border Sovereignty and the Politics of Cross-border Counterterrorism
Border sovereignty remains one of the most sensitive dimensions of contemporary
international politics. States regard territorial integrity as a fundamental principle of
international law and national legitimacy. However, the rise of transnational militant
organizations has increasingly complicated traditional understandings of sovereignty and
border control.
Following the emergence of cross-border insurgencies and militant networks, several states
have adopted unilateral counterterrorism operations beyond their territorial boundaries. Such
actions are usually justified under the doctrine of self-defense against non-state actors operating
from neighboring territories. Stephen Krasner argues:
“Sovereignty has always been compromised by the practical realities of power, intervention,
and transnational threats.”"*
The Iran—Pakistan border crisis demonstrated the tension between counterterrorism objectives
and respect for territorial sovereignty. Iran claimed that militant groups such as Jaish al-Adl
operated from Pakistani territory and posed immediate threats to Iranian security. Pakistan,
however, viewed Iranian military strikes as unacceptable infringements upon sovereign
authority.
This dilemma is not unique to Iran and Pakistan. Similar patterns have appeared in various
regions where states pursue cross-border military operations against insurgent organizations.
Examples include Turkish operations in northern Iraq and Syria, American drone strikes in
Afghanistan and Pakistan, and Israeli operations against militant networks in neighboring
territories.Martha Finnemore notes:
“Humanitarian intervention and counterterrorism practices have challenged traditional norms
of non-intervention in the post—Cold War era.””’
In South Asia, border sovereignty is particularly sensitive because of historical conflicts, fragile
political environments, and weak trust between neighboring states. Cross-border operations
therefore carry significant risks of escalation even when they are limited in scale.

1% Barry Buzan, People, States and Fear (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1991), 190

19 Stephen D. Krasner, Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1999), 9

20 Martha Finnemore, The Purpose of Intervention (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003),
52

141



QUALITATIVE RESEARCH JOURNAL FOR SOCIAL STUDIES

ISSN Online: 3006-4686, ISSN Print: 3006-4678
Volume No: 01 Issue No: 04 (2024)

The politics of counterterrorism also intersects with domestic legitimacy. Governments often
seek to demonstrate decisiveness against militant threats in order to maintain public confidence
and reinforce state authority. Consequently, security operations frequently serve both strategic
and political objectives.
Strategic Signaling through Limited Military Operations

Modern interstate confrontations increasingly involve limited military operations designed not
to achieve total war but to communicate strategic intentions. Such actions function as forms of
strategic signaling through which states attempt to demonstrate resolve, deterrence capability,
and political determination while avoiding uncontrolled escalation.Thomas Schelling explains:
“The power to hurt is bargaining power. To exploit it is diplomacy—vicious diplomacy, but
diplomacy. !
Limited military strikes often carry symbolic significance beyond their immediate tactical
impact. They are intended to shape perceptions, influence adversary calculations, reassure
domestic audiences, and establish deterrence credibility. In the Iran—Pakistan crisis, both states
used carefully calibrated military operations to communicate strategic messages without
triggering prolonged warfare.
Pakistan’s retaliatory response to Iranian strikes represented a classic example of controlled
signaling. Islamabad demonstrated willingness to defend sovereignty while simultaneously
restricting the scale of escalation. Similarly, Iran’s initial operation appeared intended to
convey deterrence against militant groups and demonstrate regional military reach. Lawrence
Freedman observes:
“Strategy is concerned with the manipulation of risk rather than the elimination of
uncertainty.”%
The strategic environment of South Asia makes signaling particularly important because
regional actors frequently operate under conditions of uncertainty and mistrust. Military
exercises, missile tests, border deployments, and limited strikes often serve communicative
functions aimed at adversaries and international observers alike.
At the same time, strategic signaling carries inherent risks. Misinterpretation of intentions can
rapidly transform limited confrontations into broader conflicts. In regions characterized by
historical rivalries and weak communication mechanisms, the possibility of accidental
escalation remains significant.
The role of media and digital communication further intensifies signaling dynamics.
Governments now conduct strategic messaging not only through military actions but also
through official statements, diplomatic rhetoric, and information campaigns designed to shape
both domestic and international narratives.

Nuclear Deterrence and Escalation Management between Regional States
The presence of nuclear weapons fundamentally shapes strategic calculations in South Asia.
Nuclear deterrence creates a paradoxical environment in which large-scale war becomes less
likely while limited conflicts and proxy confrontations continue to occur beneath the nuclear
threshold. Kenneth Waltz argues:

2! Thomas C. Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1960), 2
22 Lawrence Freedman, Strategy: A History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 609
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“Nuclear weapons make wars hard to start because states fear escalation beyond conventional
limits. "%

Although Iran is not a declared nuclear weapons state, regional security dynamics involving
Pakistan, India, Israel, and global powers influence Iranian strategic thinking. Pakistan’s
nuclear capability significantly affects regional deterrence calculations and contributes to
cautious escalation management during interstate crises.

The logic of deterrence depends heavily upon credibility and rational restraint. States seek to
convince adversaries that aggression will produce unacceptable costs while simultaneously
avoiding actions that could provoke uncontrollable escalation. Bernard Brodie writes:

“Thus far the chief purpose of our military establishment has been to win wars. From now on
its chief purpose must be to avert them.”**

The Iran—Pakistan crisis illustrated how regional states attempt to balance military response
with escalation control. Both sides conducted limited operations yet avoided sustained
confrontation. Diplomatic engagement resumed rapidly because prolonged escalation
threatened broader regional instability.

Escalation management in South Asia is also influenced by external powers. China, the United
States, Russia, and Gulf states often encourage restraint due to concerns regarding regional
economic security and global energy markets. International diplomatic pressure therefore
functions as an additional stabilizing factor during regional crises.

Nevertheless, the existence of nuclear deterrence does not eliminate the danger of conflict.
Miscalculation, accidental escalation, cyber interference, and unauthorized military actions
continue to pose serious risks. Consequently, crisis communication mechanisms remain
essential for maintaining strategic stability.

Hybrid Warfare, Intelligence Competition, and Regional Security Threats
Contemporary conflicts increasingly involve hybrid warfare strategies that combine
conventional military operations with cyber activities, proxy networks, disinformation
campaigns, economic pressure, and intelligence operations. In South Asia, hybrid warfare has
become a major component of regional competition.

Frank Hoffman defines hybrid warfare as:

“A blend of the lethality of state conflict with the fanatical and protracted fervor of irregular
warfare. %

The Iran—Pakistan border region reflects many characteristics of hybrid conflict environments.
Militant organizations, separatist movements, smuggling networks, and ideological actors
interact within a broader framework of interstate rivalry and intelligence competition.
Governments frequently accuse external actors of supporting insurgent organizations to
destabilize rival states.

Intelligence agencies therefore play a central role in regional security dynamics. Surveillance
operations, covert networks, and counterintelligence measures are increasingly used to monitor
militant activity and strategic threats. However, intelligence failures or misinformation can also
contribute to mistrust and escalation.
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Bruce Hoffman notes:

“Modern terrorism exploits globalization, communications technology, and political
fragmentation to challenge traditional state security structures.”*°

Hybrid warfare also extends into the informational sphere. Social media platforms, digital
propaganda, and psychological operations are frequently employed to influence public opinion
and shape political narratives. During regional crises, competing states often attempt to control
the information environment in order to gain diplomatic and psychological advantage.
Economic vulnerability constitutes another dimension of hybrid conflict. Infrastructure
projects, energy corridors, and maritime routes have become strategic assets vulnerable to
sabotage, cyber threats, and political disruption. The strategic competition surrounding Gwadar
and Chabahar ports demonstrates how economic connectivity projects are increasingly
integrated into broader geopolitical rivalries.

The evolving nature of hybrid warfare indicates that future regional conflicts may not follow
traditional patterns of interstate war. Instead, competition is likely to occur through indirect,
multidimensional, and technologically sophisticated means involving both state and non-state
actors. Consequently, South Asian security frameworks must adapt to increasingly complex
and interconnected threats that transcend conventional military boundaries.

Section Four: Regional and Global Geopolitical Implications

The 2024 Iran—Pakistan border crisis carried consequences that extended far beyond the
immediate military confrontation between the two neighboring states. The exchange of missile
strikes and retaliatory operations drew international attention because it occurred within a
region already characterized by strategic competition, proxy conflicts, economic rivalries, and
fragile political balances. South Asia, the Middle East, and Central Asia are increasingly
interconnected through energy routes, security partnerships, and infrastructure projects,
making localized conflicts capable of producing wider geopolitical repercussions.

The crisis also demonstrated how regional instability can affect major international initiatives
such as the China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), transnational energy projects, and
maritime trade networks connected to the Arabian Sea. Global and regional powers therefore
closely monitored the confrontation, fearing that prolonged escalation could disrupt economic
corridors, intensify militant activity, and weaken regional security structures.

Moreover, the incident highlighted the strategic overlap between Middle Eastern and South
Asian politics. Iran’s regional posture, Pakistan’s geopolitical alignments, Afghanistan’s
instability, and the interests of global powers such as China and the United States all intersected
within the broader framework of contemporary Asian geopolitics.

The Impact of the Crisis on South Asian Regional Stability

The Iran—Pakistan confrontation contributed to an atmosphere of uncertainty in South Asia, a
region already burdened by interstate rivalries, terrorism, political instability, and nuclear
competition. Although the crisis remained limited in duration, it revealed the vulnerability of
regional security structures and the possibility that border tensions could escalate rapidly into
broader military confrontations.

South Asia has historically experienced recurring security crises involving both state and non-
state actors. The addition of direct military exchanges between Iran and Pakistan introduced
another layer of instability into an already complex regional environment. Analysts feared that

26 Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), 43
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continued escalation could encourage militant organizations, disrupt economic activities, and
intensify sectarian tensions across neighboring regions. Barry Buzan explains:
“Security interdependence is normally patterned into regionally based clusters in which the
security of each actor is closely connected with that of others.
The crisis also generated concerns regarding the future of cooperative regional diplomacy.
South Asia lacks strong institutional mechanisms capable of effectively managing interstate
disputes and security emergencies. As a result, bilateral tensions frequently depend upon
temporary diplomatic engagement rather than durable conflict-resolution frameworks.
The military confrontation additionally raised fears regarding the possibility of proxy conflicts
spreading across border regions. Militant organizations often exploit instability between
neighboring states to strengthen operational mobility and recruitment capabilities.
Consequently, prolonged hostility between Iran and Pakistan could have created opportunities
for insurgent groups active in Balochistan and Afghanistan.
Regional economic stability was likewise affected. Investor confidence in border regions and
strategic infrastructure projects became vulnerable to perceptions of insecurity. Trade routes,
transportation networks, and cross-border commercial activity depend heavily upon stable
political conditions, which were temporarily threatened during the crisis.
The episode therefore reinforced the argument that regional security in South Asia is highly
interconnected. Instability involving one pair of neighboring states can rapidly influence
broader geopolitical and economic conditions throughout the region.

China’s Strategic Interests and the Security of CPEC
China emerged as one of the most significant external stakeholders affected by the Iran—
Pakistan crisis due to its extensive investments in Pakistan through the China—Pakistan
Economic Corridor. CPEC represents a major component of China’s Belt and Road Initiative
and is strategically important for Beijing’s long-term economic and geopolitical objectives.
Gwadar Port, located in Pakistan’s Balochistan province near the Iranian border, occupies a
central position within CPEC. The security of this region is therefore directly connected with
Chinese strategic interests. Any instability along the Iran—Pakistan frontier creates concerns
regarding the protection of Chinese personnel, infrastructure projects, and transportation
corridors. Andrew Small writes:
“China’s partnership with Pakistan is driven not only by geopolitical calculations vis-a-vis
India but also by Beijing’s growing concern for economic and security stability in western
China and the Arabian Sea region.
The crisis highlighted China’s preference for regional stability and diplomatic conflict
management. Beijing has consistently encouraged cooperation between Iran and Pakistan
because instability in Balochistan threatens both economic connectivity and broader Chinese
strategic ambitions in the Indian Ocean region.
China’s concerns are not limited to infrastructure alone. Militancy and separatist movements
operating in Balochistan have previously targeted Chinese workers and projects. Consequently,
any escalation between Iran and Pakistan could potentially complicate China’s security
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calculations and increase the costs associated with CPEC implementation. David Brewster
observes:

“The strategic importance of Gwadar lies not only in commercial access but also in its role
within China’s wider maritime and geopolitical strategy.”*’

The crisis also revealed the broader geopolitical competition surrounding regional connectivity
projects. While China strongly supports Gwadar under CPEC, India has invested in Iran’s
Chabahar Port as an alternative trade corridor to Afghanistan and Central Asia. Consequently,
instability in the Iran—Pakistan border region affects competing economic visions advanced by
major regional powers.

China’s diplomatic response to the crisis reflected its broader foreign policy approach
emphasizing stability, economic continuity, and strategic restraint. Beijing reportedly
encouraged de-escalation because prolonged conflict could undermine regional trade networks
and threaten Chinese geopolitical interests across South and Central Asia.

The Role of the United States and Gulf States in Regional Politics

The United States and Gulf monarchies also maintain significant strategic interests in the Iran—
Pakistan region. Although neither directly intervened militarily during the crisis, both closely
monitored developments due to concerns regarding regional security, energy routes, and
Iranian influence.

The United States has historically viewed South Asia and the Persian Gulf as interconnected
strategic theaters. Washington’s regional policies have frequently focused upon
counterterrorism, maritime security, nuclear stability, and balancing Iranian influence.
Consequently, any military escalation involving Iran attracts immediate international attention.
Zbigniew Brzezinski writes:

“Eurasia remains the globe’s most important geopolitical arena, and instability within its
southern regions can directly affect global strategic balance. "

American strategic concerns during the crisis included the possibility of broader regional
escalation, disruptions to energy markets, and increased instability along critical maritime
routes. The United States also remained attentive to the security implications for Afghanistan
and the wider Middle Eastern environment.

The Gulf states, particularly Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, possess strong
economic and political relationships with Pakistan while simultaneously maintaining complex
relations with Iran. These states therefore preferred rapid de-escalation to avoid destabilizing
the broader Muslim world and regional trade systems. Vali Nasr explains:

“The rivalry between Iran and the Arab Gulf monarchies has become one of the defining
features of Middle Eastern geopolitics. !

Pakistan’s longstanding military and economic ties with Gulf countries further complicated the
regional strategic environment. Gulf states have traditionally viewed Pakistan as an important
security partner, while Iran remains cautious regarding Gulf influence in South Asia.

The crisis therefore existed within a broader framework of geopolitical balancing involving
Iran, Gulf monarchies, and global powers. Regional actors sought to prevent the confrontation
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from evolving into a wider strategic conflict that could destabilize economic and political
relations across the Middle East and South Asia.
Afghanistan’s Security Environment and Border Instability

Afghanistan’s security environment has historically influenced the stability of the Iran—
Pakistan border region. Decades of war, insurgency, foreign intervention, and weak governance
transformed Afghanistan into a major source of transnational security challenges affecting
neighboring states.
The porous borders connecting Afghanistan with Iran and Pakistan have facilitated the
movement of militant organizations, weapons, narcotics, and refugee populations.
Consequently, instability in Afghanistan frequently produces wider regional consequences
extending into Balochistan and surrounding border areas. Barnett Rubin states:
“Afghanistan’s conflicts have rarely remained confined within its borders, instead, they have
consistently reshaped regional political and security dynamics.”*
The return of the Taliban to power in 2021 altered regional security calculations but did not
eliminate militant threats. Various armed groups, including sectarian organizations and
transnational militants, continue to operate within and around Afghan territory. Iran and
Pakistan therefore remain deeply concerned about cross-border militancy and border security.
Afghanistan’s instability also affects economic connectivity initiatives. Regional trade
corridors linking South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East depend heavily upon secure
transportation networks passing through or near Afghan territory. Persistent insecurity
undermines the feasibility of long-term regional integration projects. Ahmed Rashid argues:
“The instability of Afghanistan has become central to the security calculations of every major
regional power in South and Central Asia.”’
The Iran—Pakistan crisis therefore cannot be understood separately from the Afghan context.
Militancy, refugee movements, narcotics trafficking, and weak border governance collectively
contribute to an environment where interstate tensions can escalate rapidly.
Afghanistan also serves as a strategic space where multiple regional powers pursue competing
interests. Iran, Pakistan, China, India, Russia, and the United States have all sought influence
in Afghan affairs at different times. This geopolitical competition further complicates regional
security dynamics and contributes to persistent instability along surrounding borders.

The Crisis within the Context of Middle Eastern and Asian Power Politics
The 2024 Iran—Pakistan crisis reflected broader transformations occurring within Middle
Eastern and Asian geopolitics. Regional conflicts are increasingly interconnected through
strategic alliances, energy politics, infrastructure competition, and great-power rivalry.
Consequently, localized military incidents now possess wider geopolitical implications than in
previous decades.
Iran’s regional strategy has evolved significantly in response to sanctions, regional conflicts,
and tensions with Western powers. Tehran increasingly emphasizes deterrence, regional
influence, and strategic autonomy. Its willingness to conduct cross-border operations reflects a
broader security doctrine aimed at confronting perceived threats before they reach Iranian
territory. Anoushiravan Ehteshami writes:
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“Iran’s regional policy is shaped by a combination of ideological aspirations, security
concerns, and geopolitical calculations. >

Simultaneously, Asia’s geopolitical landscape is undergoing major transformation because of
China’s rise, American strategic recalibration, and intensifying regional competition. South
Asia, the Persian Gulf, and the Indian Ocean are becoming increasingly integrated within larger
frameworks of Asian power politics. Robert Kaplan remarks:

“The Indian Ocean region is emerging as the strategic center of twenty-first-century global
politics. >’

The Iran—Pakistan crisis illustrated how regional states increasingly operate within overlapping
geopolitical systems connecting the Middle East, South Asia, and the Indo-Pacific region.
Energy security, maritime competition, counterterrorism, and infrastructure development all
contribute to this evolving strategic environment.

The confrontation additionally revealed the limits of unilateral military solutions in complex
geopolitical contexts. While states may pursue limited strikes to achieve immediate security
objectives, sustainable regional stability ultimately depends upon diplomatic engagement,
economic cooperation, and institutional mechanisms capable of addressing transnational
threats.

The broader geopolitical significance of the crisis therefore lies not only in the military
exchange itself but also in what it reveals about the changing nature of regional politics in Asia
and the Middle East. The future of regional stability will depend upon how effectively states
manage security dilemmas, strategic competition, and the growing interdependence of political
and economic systems across the wider Asian region.

Section Five: Conflict Management, Diplomatic Engagement, and Future Prospects

The 2024 Iran—Pakistan border crisis demonstrated both the fragility and resilience of bilateral
relations between the two neighboring states. Although the confrontation escalated into direct
military exchanges, it was ultimately contained through diplomatic engagement, strategic
restraint, and renewed communication mechanisms. The crisis therefore revealed an important
reality of regional politics: despite recurring tensions and security disagreements, neither Iran
nor Pakistan possesses a long-term strategic interest in sustained confrontation.

The future of Iran—Pakistan relations will largely depend upon the ability of both states to
institutionalize border management mechanisms, strengthen intelligence coordination, and
address the structural causes of instability within the border regions. Militancy, sectarian
tensions, economic underdevelopment, and geopolitical competition continue to threaten
regional security, making cooperation between Tehran and Islamabad increasingly necessary.

At the same time, evolving geopolitical realities including China’s regional economic
initiatives, instability in Afghanistan, Gulf rivalries, and changing global power dynamics have
increased the strategic importance of constructive Iran—Pakistan engagement. Consequently,
conflict management and diplomatic restoration are no longer merely bilateral concerns but
issues connected to wider regional peace and stability.
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Bilateral Mechanisms for Border Security Cooperation

Border security cooperation has become an essential component of Iran—Pakistan relations due
to the persistent threat posed by militant organizations and transnational criminal networks
operating along the frontier. The difficult terrain of the Balochistan region, combined with
weak administrative infrastructure and cross-border tribal mobility, has historically
complicated effective border governance.
Following the January 2024 crisis, both states emphasized the necessity of improving bilateral
security coordination in order to prevent future escalation. Diplomatic meetings between
military and political leadership focused upon restoring communication channels and
enhancing joint border management mechanisms. According to official reports:
“Both sides agreed to operationalise the mechanism of deployment of military liaison officers
in each other’s country at an early date to improve coordination and efficiency of response
against common threats.” 3°
The proposal for military liaison officers reflected a broader recognition that unilateral security
actions increase the risk of interstate conflict. Direct communication mechanisms can therefore
reduce misunderstanding, improve intelligence assessment, and facilitate rapid -crisis
management during border incidents.
In addition to military coordination, both countries have also pursued economic and
administrative initiatives aimed at stabilizing border regions. Joint border markets, customs
cooperation, and regulated trade routes are increasingly viewed as instruments for reducing
smuggling and militant mobility.
A joint statement issued during Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi’s 2024 visit to Pakistan
declared that both states intended to transform the border from a “border of peace” into a
“border of prosperity” through economic cooperation and joint development projects.
This approach reflects the broader understanding that border security cannot be achieved solely
through military means. Sustainable stability requires economic integration, local
development, and improved state presence within marginalized frontier regions.

Intelligence-sharing and Counterterrorism Coordination
The 2024 crisis exposed serious deficiencies in intelligence-sharing mechanisms between Iran
and Pakistan. Both states accused militant organizations operating near the border of carrying
out attacks against their respective security forces, yet inadequate coordination contributed to
unilateral military responses and diplomatic mistrust.
Cross-border militant groups such as Jaish al-Adl, BLA, and other insurgent organizations
exploit weak intelligence coordination and difficult terrain to maintain operational mobility.
Effective counterterrorism strategies therefore require institutionalized intelligence
cooperation rather than isolated military operations.
Security discussions held after the crisis strongly emphasized collaborative counterterrorism
measures. Reports stated:
The two sides observed that terrorism was common threat that needed to be tackled through
collaborative efforts, better coordination and intelligence sharing. The recognition of terrorism
as a “‘common threat” represented an important diplomatic shift because it reframed border
insecurity as a shared challenge rather than solely a bilateral accusation. Such language
contributed to de-escalation by encouraging cooperative security frameworks.Bruce Hoffman
observes:
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“Counterterrorism effectiveness increasingly depends upon intelligence integration,
intergovernmental coordination, and international cooperation.”’

Intelligence-sharing mechanisms can reduce the probability of military escalation by enabling
states to verify information regarding militant activity before conducting security operations.
Joint intelligence centers, coordinated patrol systems, and regular security dialogues could
therefore significantly improve crisis prevention.

However, intelligence cooperation in South Asia and the Middle East remains complicated by
historical mistrust, geopolitical competition, and concerns regarding external influence. States
often hesitate to fully share intelligence because of fears related to espionage, strategic leakage,
or political manipulation.

Nevertheless, the growing complexity of transnational militancy increasingly compels regional
states to pursue cooperative security arrangements. Militant organizations operate across
borders with considerable flexibility, whereas state responses often remain constrained by
territorial limitations and bureaucratic fragmentation.

The future effectiveness of Iran—Pakistan counterterrorism coordination will therefore depend
upon the institutionalization of regular intelligence exchanges and the gradual development of
strategic trust between the two governments.

Confidence-building Measures and Diplomatic Restoration
Confidence-building measures play a vital role in preventing regional crises from escalating
into prolonged confrontations. Following the January 2024 exchanges, both Iran and Pakistan
adopted diplomatic initiatives aimed at restoring communication and reducing tensions.

The rapid resumption of diplomatic engagement demonstrated that both states recognized the
dangers associated with sustained hostility. Foreign ministers, military officials, and senior
political leaders engaged in direct communication shortly after the retaliatory strikes.Deutsche
Welle reported:

“Iran and Pakistan agreed to expand security cooperation in a bid to improve relations
following deadly cross-border strikes earlier this month.” Diplomatic restoration accelerated
further during President Ebrahim Raisi’s official visit to Pakistan in April 2024. During the
visit, both countries signed multiple agreements and memorandums of understanding covering
security, legal cooperation, trade, and border development initiatives.

The restoration process illustrated the importance of symbolic diplomacy in conflict
management. High-level visits, joint statements, and public commitments to cooperation
functioned as signals of political willingness to normalize relations.

Charles Kupchan argues:

“Stable peace emerges gradually through institutionalized reassurance, repeated interaction,
and the reduction of mutual fear. ®

Confidence-building measures may include regular border meetings, military hotlines,
coordinated patrol mechanisms, joint anti-smuggling operations, and cultural exchanges
between border communities. Such initiatives reduce the possibility of accidental escalation
and contribute to long-term diplomatic normalization.

Media management also constitutes an important confidence-building tool. During crises,
inflammatory rhetoric and nationalist narratives can intensify public pressure upon
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governments, thereby limiting diplomatic flexibility. Responsible communication strategies
are therefore essential for preserving space for negotiation and de-escalation.
The 2024 crisis demonstrated that diplomatic engagement remains effective when both parties
perceive continued confrontation as strategically costly. Although mistrust persists, the rapid
restoration of relations suggests that pragmatic cooperation still holds substantial value for both
Tehran and Islamabad.
The Future of Iran—Pakistan Strategic Relations

The future trajectory of Iran—Pakistan relations will likely be shaped by a combination of
security cooperation, economic interdependence, and regional geopolitical developments.
Despite periodic tensions, the two states possess significant incentives to maintain stable
relations due to their geographic proximity, shared security concerns, and economic interests.
Energy cooperation remains one of the most important dimensions of bilateral relations.
Pakistan’s growing energy demands and Iran’s extensive natural gas resources create strong
foundations for long-term economic partnership. The Iran—Pakistan gas pipeline project
continues to symbolize the potential strategic depth of bilateral cooperation despite external
political pressures.
According to bilateral statements issued in 2024, both countries reiterated the importance of
cooperation in “trade in electricity, power transmission lines and the IP Gas Pipeline Project.
Regional connectivity initiatives may also strengthen strategic cooperation. Joint border
markets, transportation corridors, and trade agreements can gradually transform the frontier
from a zone of insecurity into an area of economic interaction.
At the same time, several structural challenges continue to threaten bilateral stability. Sectarian
tensions, militant networks, external geopolitical competition, and instability in Afghanistan
all remain major sources of concern. The influence of global and regional powers further
complicates strategic calculations for both countries. Anoushiravan Ehteshami notes:
“Iran’s regional relationships are shaped simultaneously by ideological identity, economic
necessity, and geopolitical pragmatism.”’°
Pakistan similarly balances multiple strategic relationships involving China, Gulf states, the
United States, and regional actors. Consequently, [ran—Pakistan relations are likely to remain
influenced by broader geopolitical realignments across Asia and the Middle East. Nevertheless,
the crisis of 2024 demonstrated that both states retain the capacity for diplomatic restraint and
pragmatic engagement. Future relations will therefore likely fluctuate between competition and
cooperation rather than moving toward permanent confrontation or formal strategic alliance.

Policy Recommendations for Regional Peace and Sustainable Stability
The preservation of long-term peace along the Iran—Pakistan border requires multidimensional
strategies addressing both immediate security concerns and deeper structural causes of
instability. Military deterrence alone cannot produce sustainable regional stability without
parallel political, economic, and diplomatic initiatives.
First, both states should institutionalize permanent border coordination mechanisms involving
military officials, intelligence agencies, and civilian administrators. Regular communication
channels can reduce misunderstandings and improve crisis response capacity.
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Second, intelligence-sharing frameworks should be expanded through joint monitoring systems
and coordinated counterterrorism strategies. Militancy in the border region represents a shared
threat requiring collaborative rather than unilateral responses.

Third, economic development initiatives in Balochistan and surrounding frontier areas should
receive greater attention. Poverty, unemployment, and administrative neglect create conditions
that facilitate militant recruitment and smuggling activities. Joint economic zones and regulated
border trade could help stabilize local communities.

Fourth, regional diplomacy involving Afghanistan, China, Gulf states, and other stakeholders
should emphasize cooperative security arrangements rather than competitive geopolitical
alignments. Regional instability increasingly transcends national borders and therefore requires
multilateral approaches.

Fifth, both states should invest in confidence-building measures at political, military, and
societal levels. Academic exchanges, media cooperation, cultural diplomacy, and people-to-
people engagement can gradually reduce hostility and promote mutual understanding. Kenneth
Boulding writes:

“Peace is not merely the absence of conflict but the process through which conflict is managed
without violence. "’

The Iran—Pakistan crisis ultimately revealed the interconnected nature of security, diplomacy,
and regional geopolitics in the contemporary world. Sustainable peace will therefore depend
not upon temporary crisis management alone but upon the gradual construction of institutional
trust, economic cooperation, and inclusive regional security frameworks capable of addressing
the evolving challenges of the twenty-first century.
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